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        that has bounced around my brain for a very long time.
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        Every writer relies on others. Most readers are happily unaware of all the steps that create the story they read. But there are people to thank for what you are about to read. First, to my family members who were my first critics, whose suggestions I hope have made me a better writer and the story more fun.

        To my designer, Jack Parry, who has once again, created the cover which caught your eye.

        To my editor, Amy Davis of Riverfog Writers Group, who has patiently showed me the world of words, and how they blend to show the story as I tell it.

        I want to mention that for a writer to create dialogue from different generations, having the ear from another generation is critical for accuracy. I want to thank Sean Patrick Geraghty for lending me his.

        I would like to give a shout-out and a special thanks to David Rosica, who at fifteen, read the first manuscript (in a day), and used a word no one likes to hear, “but.” His intuition told him that if I changed the ending, I could keep the story going. I took his advice.
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      ONCE I'D FOUGHT through the crowd inside the door, I saw why my students had frozen in a cluster. The desks had disappeared, and so had the walls and windows. All I could do was gape along with them. A massive forest of ancient trees surrounded us. Oaks and pines towered overhead, along with other trees I did and didn't recognize. Just beyond was a wide field pockmarked with muddy indentations. The blue-green linoleum floor had become earthen, soft. Bearded loblollies were crowned in morning mist. The sun trickled through the high canopy, our new window. The lingering pungency of sulphur invaded my nostrils in strange combination with the honey nectar of a clump of battered hyacinths. Gunpowder sweet.

      We stood on a battleground. At the edge of the woods, a man with a neatly-trimmed gray beard, erect as the timber around him, looked out over the valley. He wore a Civil War uniform. A dress uniform. Confederate.

      “Stay here, all of you. And be quiet.” Slowly, I approached the man. My curiosity overcame my caution. The kids, surprised and a little scared, ignored my instruction and followed as a unit, marching about five feet behind. Carefully avoiding the twisted roots, I looked at the trees, their chipped bark, and the bullet holes. Water dripped onto my hair and face. Tears, I thought, the universe mourning. Movement in the valley below caught my eye. Next to tents, soldiers filled wagons. Each step through the misty damp brought me closer to the man. The snap of a branch diverted his attention. He turned his head, first to me, then beyond to the assemblage of young people at my rear. Not startled, he calmly matched me, step for step, coming closer, past the splintered, shattered tree trunks that encircled the clearing. Upturned roots reached out like tentacles.

      Near enough now to count his embossed buttons, I realized I was facing General Robert E. Lee. I extended my hand, slowly so as not to alarm him, and said, “Pardon the intrusion, General. My name is Fritz Russell. These,” gesturing behind me, “are my students.” Lee looked harder, almost as if he hadn't really seen them there until that moment. “General, I'm not sure how we came to be here, and I hope we're not lost. Could you tell me where we are?”

      The general took his time answering. He looked at the strangely dressed group of young men and women, not sure what to make of them. “Mr., uh, Russell? you said? Well Mr. Russell, this is the Appomattox Court House.” His voice, commanding yet lilting, spoke from a time I thought I knew only from books and imagination.

      Understanding becoming consciousness, I asked, “General Lee, what day is today?”

      The wary general responded, “April tenth.”

      “1865?” I asked.

      “Of course,” said Lee, growing more puzzled, becoming impatient. My studies had told me that General Lee was not known to make rash decisions or to anger quickly, but we had surprised him, and I could see caution in his eyes. He was, after all, alone, unarmed, and unprotected. Yet he appeared to sense no danger.

      “General, I am aware of what has happened here, and please forgive our disturbing your quiet time. You haven't had much lately, I know.” General Lee nodded his appreciation. I gave him a nod and signaled the class to turn around and head back to the still visible classroom door, an outline seemingly imprinted against the scenic backdrop. Once the students had turned back, I turned toward Lee, planning to wave farewell, when he called out, “Mr. Russell, may I ask you a question?”

      “Of course, General.” I took a few steps back in his direction.

      “You are all strangely attired. There are some young men among your students who should by rights be in uniform.” He pointed to the kids. “Where is your school?”

      “Sir, you studied engineering and scientific theories at West Point. I say that because I presume new discoveries would interest you.” I paused, not sure if I should tell him, but how could I stop at that point? Tempting him, or maybe me, I answered, “General, my school is in New Jersey. But General, more important is that when we began our class today, the date was over 150 years in your future.”

      “You are of course trying to hoodwink me,” said the general, his voice soft, but sharp. “I have important things to accomplish today, and I do not appreciate your wasting my time.” He turned to leave, stepping carefully on the soft ground.

      “It is difficult for me to accept, too, General Lee. It appears that, at least for the moment, the door to my classroom opens a pathway that allowed us to travel to the past.”

      Reversing his motion, he stared at me, silent except for the piercing blaze in his eyes as he considered this outlandish possibility. “Mr. Russell, after what I have seen for the past four years, I did not believe anything would ever again surprise me, but your presence and your proclamation are most certainly proving I can still be surprised. Astounded, even.”
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      A FEW DAYS EARLIER, we'd hit the court. Ashley wore his Edgar Allen Poe tee, one of the great-authors shirts he had accumulated. I had worn whatever was at the top of the drawer. Ash had on his expensive hightops; I wore my cut-the-grass best. Rain had been falling for the previous few days. We expected more; it was April.

      We have our own rules, and we play for a buck a point. We play GIRAFFE—HORSE with two extra shots. I always need to be ahead by the time I get to the first F because Ashley's a sharpshooter from outside the three point line. He's also four inches taller. We both missed the second F, so he was shooting again.

      “I want your money,” he hissed at me as I badgered him to “shoot the ball, not the wise cracks.” He smiled at me, shot, and missed again.

      “You're getting old,” I said. “Not to mention grumpy.” Ashley, wise guy that he is, had once told me that RSVP meant repartee, s'il vous plait and that reparte is French for trash talk. I missed.

      “Speaking of old, we should quit soon. I have too many papers to grade even to be here,” he groused. I told him a war could end in the amount of time he talked between shots. I had white flags on my mind. His and the Confederacy's. I'd done one of my exercises in kid-shock earlier that day when I pointed out to my class that the Civil War continued for seven months after Lee surrendered. He missed again.

      Ash can talk history with me, discuss Ulysses with anyone, and opine about baseball and football like a sports radio host. That is, he's right about what happens on the field no more often than he's ridiculous. He teaches creative writing, recites Shakespeare to his English classes, and doesn't bother to discard his slight New England accent when he says, “Wherefore art thou, Romeo.” My shot rolled around the rim and out.

      I had been here a year when I met Ash, who'd been assigned a room down my hallway. When I stopped in to welcome him, I should never have asked why he'd come to Riverboro. “To suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,” he glared, “why else?” And then he laughed. We talked a lot in the few minutes between classes. I told him I had once planned to go to law school. “Me too,” he said. But, he added, he had decided to work in the Teach for America program first. “Me too,” I said.

      “You should have seen my kids, Fritz. We put on a Shakespeare recital for the whole community. It sold out, even the SRO tickets.” His poetic soul, I have learned, is hidden in a dense fabric of wisecrackery. I told him I had been assigned to New York City, which had come with one benefit. I met Linda there. When I finished my two years, I took the job in Riverboro because it felt comfortable. I wanted out of the big city but not to be too far away.

      Riverboro's near Philadelphia and dates to the American Revolution. A volunteer tree commission keeps the old trees on every street healthy and safe and guarantees the perpetuation of summer shade and fall colors. Everyone tracks the fortunes of the high school teams. The town puts on a Halloween pageant, and Santa visits every Christmas on a fire truck. Last year, Ashley delivered the Declaration of Independence, in costume, to a Fourth of July crowd that was probably as large as the first one in 1776.

      One of the things I like about Ashley is his quick grasp of so many ideas. He's especially good to have around in difficult situations. Hidden behind his humor and sarcasm is a very intelligent, analytic man. And he can tell a joke. Even playing basketball, we laugh a lot. Linda likes Ashley too. They talk about books and movies, politics and government policy, and cooking. Sometimes I just listen. She says he's “movie-star handsome.”

      He hit F; I missed again. He made his shot for E, a flowing jump shot that sailed through the hoop without a sound. GIRAFFE was done. I was down $2.00, and we began the sweat session. He's good, but I'm no pushover. Actually, he taught me. When we first started this ritual, he coached my footwork, showing me how to slide step, and he also taught me where to focus. This time he got the ball first. He faked right, took two steps to my left, spun, and took a sharpshooter jumper, his long hair flying. One to nothing. His second try was a left-handed layup, two slapping steps on the asphalt between bounces that splattered in small puddles, a sharp elbow to my shoulder, and it was two-zip.

      He held the ball out to me, daring me to grab it. His brown eyes watched to see if I committed to his moves. My weight on my toes, I watched his chest, and as he slid left, I poked the ball away. Most of the time, I shoot long shots to keep him from blocking me. I lose money in the winter but make it back when we play golf. Before my turn, I gazed out over the athletic fields, their new green already muddy. The distinctive harmony of bat on ball turned my head. Batting practice. The boys' and girls' lacrosse teams ran up and down splattering watery dirt on their respective fields and shins. The track teams loosened up for their afternoon drills.

      “Come on. Stop wasting time,” said Ash. He had bent over to catch his breath, sweat already dripping from his face, his shirt sweat-soaked at the neck.

      I searched the sky to see how much time we had left. Gathering clouds had turned black and looked ready to unload. The gusty wind whipped our sweaty shirts. “What's the hurry? You have a date?”

      “Yeah. With twenty-seven hot … tenth grade essays.” When he laughed, I slid by him and tossed a layup that went in. 2-1.

      “Okay. Lucky shot. I wasn't paying attention.”

      Before my next shot, I glanced through the chain link and nodded to Ash. We had drawn a crowd of teachers and students. I hadn't heard them, but they were cheering. And laughing. When he was paying attention again, I dribbled the ball around, looking for an opening. When he put his hands down to block my fake, I shot a jumper that banged off the backboard and went in. 2-2. Still my shot. Not wasting time, I took one step forward. And the rain came. I put the ball down and headed for the door. Ash picked it up and shot. Swish. And he ran toward me. I held the door. Our shirts dripped as if we had been playing in a sauna.

      Ash told me later lightning reached down, hit the school, and sent me flying. He said I floated about five feet through the air before I landed on my back like a slab of sidewalk. I hit my head. Hard. He said he tried to catch me, but he was too far, and I hit full force. “Splat,” he told me later. He called 9-1-1. Our remaining spectators climbed the fence, but Ash was already at work. When he realized my heart had stopped, he pumped it for me. The EMTs arrived in about seven minutes, he said, and took over. One unpacked a defibrillator; the other gave me a shot of epinephrine in the chest. When they had me breathing on my own, Ash called Linda to tell her what had happened and that he'd meet her at the hospital.
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      ABOUT A WEEK LATER, I felt well enough to return to work. But I wasn't sure I wanted to go back. “Lin at this point, I know this stuff blindfolded. I'm bored. I'm stale as two-day-old French bread. It's a treadmill.”

      “Do something about it,” she counseled. “Stale bread can still become bread crumbs. Go back to school. Go to law school. You've always wanted to. Or write a book. You always say that the text misses the essence of history. Write one that captures it. I'll help.”

      I entered my classroom prepared to compete for a corner of my students' brains with my hand still bandaged and the aftermath of my hard landing still with me. The bruise on my chest reminded me that I was glad I was unconscious when the needle entered.

      I love the elective course I teach twelfth graders; it's on the history of Americans at work. It lets me go over some basic economics and sociology and a lot of current events. The seniors are bright and ready to do battle. I never know what they'll come up with, and they keep me on my toes. That's why I teach, I thought that morning, overcoming my frustration-laced boredom. Still, I was tired and anxious. I reminded myself it was already Thursday. Just get through today and tomorrow, and I'll have a chance to get things in order, I remember thinking.

      As I'd guessed, the students were both concerned and ready to distract me from the task at hand. Some looked sleepy; some like they had just been dry cleaned.

      “Mr. Russell, what did it feel like?”

      “Is your hand completely OK?”

      “Are you ever going to play basketball again?”

      I answered all the questions honestly, knowing that anything less would just lead to more questions. It was also the right thing to do. I asked how far they had gotten with the substitute teacher. Not far. To get to where they should be, I laid out the plan for the coming week. “Stop complaining,” I said. “You could have avoided this if you had been more helpful with the subs. Also, you'll be having pop quizzes on the reading. So do it.”

      When the bell rang, clatter and chatter began as the class started to leave. Ashley checked on how I was doing. I told him I felt better, but I'd have a lot of grading to do given the extra homework. At least I knew what Day One Back would be like.

      The only class that was less than sympathetic was my last—ninth graders tired and irritable at the end of the afternoon. They had made life miserable for the substitutes. More than most classes, this one tested constantly, always trying to see what they could get away with. Even with me, even this late in the school year. They are especially good at hiding their phones, which they are supposed to leave in their lockers. I told the class they would have quizzes if they didn't do the work and get caught up, and the grades would count. “You know what they say about payback time,” I grinned when they moaned. As the day ended, and the much quieter ninth graders filed out, Ashley stopped in again to give me a ride home.

      “Just about ready. Want to come for dinner?” I asked.

      “You know I'd never turn down Linda's magic masterpiece, whatever it is, and besides, I'm starved.” I phoned Linda to tell her. She told me she needed some stuff at the store, and I wrote down her list. At the supermarket, Ashley bought a chocolate cream pie for dessert.

      “Funny, you don't look hungry,” I said. Ashley loves to eat but never gains a pound. He doesn't cook much when he's by himself; he reads and munches. As we left the store, I called Linda to tell her we were on the way. She told me to hurry.

      “Hi Ash. Put those things on the counter.”

      Depositing the bags on the no-longer-new granite, he asked what we were having that went with chocolate pie.

      “Everything. Now set the table.” She stirred in some of what we'd brought. “It needs to simmer.”

      Dinner was a treat for both of us, especially Ashley. It always is. Linda had made spicy chicken and pasta. She added garlic bread, and we left only the crumbs. We ate in the kitchen at our oversized hardwood table, the site of lots of conversation over the years. We've watched the seasons change in our garden from the large bay window and window seat. Linda asked how the day had gone. I told her I was a little tired. “And I have a little headache,” I added, eliciting a glance. I never have headaches.

      Ashley said, “Probably a storm coming.”

      After Ashley's chocolate cream pie and coffee, conversation turned to the school day. I told them that the kids had been predictable for once. They wanted to know what it was like to be hit by lightning. But I couldn't really answer. “It happened so fast, and I was out cold. All I really remember was holding the door for you.”

      “Then you don't remember that I was beating you,” Ashley said. “Too bad.” Then he told me I owed him three bucks. “My last shot was swish.”

      “Yeah, but I was standing by the door,” I argued. “What do you mean, 'Too bad'?” We'd been tied when the lightning hit.

      As we began to clean up, I noticed a package on the counter. Linda had gotten a new book to edit from the publisher she works for. There was also a pile for a project for her marketing class at Wharton. She was analyzing the bicycle industry and opportunities she could explore when she finished her MBA. Linda has always loved bikes: riding them, fixing them, and writing about them. Her time in Manhattan created her hatred for commuting, although she loved her part-time job at Bicycle Habitat. She likes being her own boss. Bikes and books. I call her a vocabularian. Masterful at choosing the exact word to fit a treasured phrase. She doesn't edit; she nurtures.

      The first time she met Ashley, we'd gone to a Knicks-76ers game at Madison Square Garden. She cheered as loudly as he did. She'd gone to the gym to watch her brother play ball when they were in high school, and she knew her stuff. She, though, was a bike racer. Early on, she and I would go riding. But it wasn't the same for her with me trailing along.

      Ashley began our ritual after-dinner discussion of the world. He'd read a story about oil companies trying to undermine negotiations in the Middle East. He also asked for Linda's recipe, 'though he rarely cooks. I think he takes the directions home, hoping someday he'll try them out on someone. Evening was passing, and after a few laugh-filled stories, Linda told Ash it was time for him leave. “I'll pick you up in the a.m.,” he said.

      “Sure, thanks, see you then,” I yawned.

      Linda stared at the door Ash had just closed. “I'm worried about him.”

      

      PERFECTLY FITTED white dinner jacket, red carnation boutonniere, his prom night had begun perfectly. Pulling the wrist corsage from the fridge … how could she leave with another guy … who was that guy … didn't know she was leaving, but she didn't come back with the gaggle gone to the girls' room … Mom said, “There's more than one fish in the sea.” … But she wasn't a fish.

      Ashley laid the book down, glanced at his watch, and went to bed. He had to be at work in four hours.
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      I WAS WORRYING about how Friday would unfold when I heard Ash honk. I felt wobbly as I walked under the ancient maple, which was still dripping from overnight rain. It must have shown because when I got in the car, Ashley had ruts between his eyebrows, his concerned look. I told him I still had a headache.

      “You could take the day off, you know.”

      “No. It's Friday, so I'll have the weekend to gather steam.” I closed the door gently because Ash babies his car. “I'll be ready by Monday.”

      Twigs rocked like a miniature armada in the parking lot's puddles, reflecting the turbulence above. A gust of wind overturned a trash can and sent its contents our way. We hurried inside. Ashley went to his class; I went to the principal's office. When George McAllister came out to the anteroom, he asked, “How are you feeling, Fritz?”

      “Not as good as I'd like, still have a slight headache. George, I just wanted to talk about half-days. Is that possible until I get up to speed?”

      “Today?” George asked. I think irritated is his middle name.

      “I don't know. I'll try to get through today. I was just checking if you had been serious yesterday, in case I'm still shaky on Monday.”

      “Well, let me know as soon as you can.” He has a quiet bark.

      “Okay. Thanks.” I headed for my classroom. On the way, I passed Walt Houston, who said, “Fritz, you don't look too good” and Helen Green, who asked, “Are you feeling okay?”

      Do I look that bad? I wondered. I stopped in the boys' bathroom and looked in the mirror to see if I could see what they were seeing. What I saw looked pretty normal to me, but with hairs beginning to cover my ears, I knew it was time to visit the barber.

      “When you're that good-looking, anything less is bound to be bad” came from the corner. Joe Rosenberg, the chem teacher, had a paper towel crumpled in his hand.

      “Thanks Joe,” I said. “Glad you've learned to read minds. Seriously, do I look sick to you?”

      “You look tired, but that's chronic with teachers.” He tossed the towel in the trash. “I've been tired for ten years.” Checking his watch, he headed out the door, and I followed.

      As first period began, it was raining again, with thunder and lightning as complements. “Settle down, everyone.” I knew I wasn't on top of my game. At the crack of thunder, I looked at the drops tapping on the window and said softly, “April showers.”

      Voices through the class responded, “bring May flowers.”

      I turned to them and asked, “And what do May flowers bring?”

      “Pilgrims!”

      I thought, Pavlov was right. Smiling at them, I knew they were on top of theirs.

      “Let's talk about your homework. Who didn't do the reading?” Bill Carlson's hand went up. “Any excuses?” I asked.

      “No,” said Bill, shaking his head.

      “Not even a little one?”

      “Nope.”

      Before my accident, we had been talking about the changes taking place in Europe, especially Germany, in the 1870s. I asked the class how far they had gotten. The First World War, someone said. So I asked how the war started. No hands, dead silence. “Okay, choose sides. World War I baseball. Bill, pitch. Janet, you're one captain and,” looking for the least enthusiastic face, “Louise, you're the other one. I'm the umpire.”

      As the class split up, the kids moved the desks to create our diamond, and I extracted a paper-clipped, dog-eared sheaf of questions from my desk. Bill took the list. I sat just behind him. “Batter up,” I announced.

      Up stepped Janet. Teachers aren't supposed to have favorites, but she's special: attentive, inquisitive, and kind to everyone. And polite. “May I have a single, please?”

      “Whose assassination started the war?” Bill asked.

      “Archduke … I know it starts with an F. Freddy?”

      “I'm calling that a foul ball,” I said. I asked myself later if I'd been playing favorites. “Give her a new question, Bill.”

      “OK, Mr. R. Which general commanded the U.S. Army?”

      “General Pershing.”

      “Take first base,” I said. I'm a great umpire. She went to the first-base desk.

      “Next batter.” Up stepped Dana Goldsense. “Double, please.”

      Bill asked, “What was the American military force in France called?”

      “The army?” Dana offered.

      I said, “Wrong. American Expeditionary Force. You're out. Next batter.” Louise's team cheered.

      The next batter was Steven Chew. “Single, please.”

      Bill asked, “Who was the president of the United States during WWI?”

      “Franklin D. Roosevelt,” said Steven.

      “Are you all reading ahead?” I asked, shaking my head. “Wrong war. Woodrow Wilson. You're out. Two down. Next batter.” Steven frowned.

      Harry James was next up. “Triple please.”

      “Trying to drive in a run, Mr. James?” When we play baseball, I also offer both play-by-play and color commentary.

      Bill found the list of triples and asked, “What future U.S. president was an artillery officer in WWI?”

      “Eisenhower?”

      “Nope, he was in charge of training the army's tank corps. Never left the country. The answer is Harry Truman. You're out. That's three outs. Louise's team is up.”

      The first batter for Louise's team was Dylan Lake. “Home run.” Dylan is a sponge. I think he hears every word I say and remembers them all.

      “Swinging for the fences,” I said. Dylan took a fake swing.

      Bill's next pitch, “Who were the primary signers of the Treaty of Versailles?”

      “England, France, Germany, and the United States,” said Dylan without a hesitation.

      Bill looked back at me. “Hmm, that's technically right, but we were looking for Lloyd George, Clemenceau, Woodrow Wilson, and the German, Mueller. Umpire huddle.”

      I leaned over to Bill. “Home run?”

      “I think so, Mr. R,” said Bill.

      “Home run.” His team cheered as Dylan touched each of the desks, his other arm raised above his head in celebration.

      Next was Vicki Ann Brothers. “Single, please.”

      “When the war was over, what did people call the last day?”

      “Susan,” shouted Harry James. We all laughed.

      “Wrong.” Harry was still laughing. “Besides your team's not up. So you guys only get two outs next at bat.” Dana punched Harry on the arm.

      “Ouch,” he grumbled.

      “Your answer, Vicki Ann?”

      “Decoration Day?”

      “You are all warriors,” I said, “but for the wrong wars. Armistice Day. You're out. Next batter.”

      Sherry Steinberg asked for a double.

      “What country quit fighting WWI?”

      Sherry hesitated. “All of them?”

      “Good answer but wrong. The Russians actually left the war in 1916 at the beginning of the Russian Revolution. The rest didn't quit but surrendered. Or won. You're out, Sherry, but like I said, smart answer.” Sherry went to the back of the line, but smiling.

      “Thanks, Mr. R,” she said.

      The next batter was Johnny Autumn.

      “Single,” Johnny said.

      “What rank was Adolf Hitler in the German army during WWI?” asked Bill.

      “He was a private.”

      “That's three outs. He was a corporal.”

      The game continued through a couple more at bats for both teams. When the bell rang, the score remained 1-0. Louise's team won. The kids put the desks back.

      With a bright flash of lightning and a sharp crack overhead, the classroom briefly looked like a Phillies night game. I walked out and let the door close. Ashley was outside his classroom, two doors down on the opposite side of the hall. I waved and opened up for the next class.

      “How's it going,” Ashley called.

      “Easy, played baseball,” I answered.

      Ashley said, “Isn't it great to have a trick up your sleeve for those bad days?”

      “Yup. Wanna come for dinner? I'll call home.”

      “Sure,” he said.

      As my next class started to enter, I waved to Ash. Going through the door, I thought about how the room exuded boredom. Straight rows of desks, walls painted what you might call institutional blah. Sometimes that's how I feel. I keep two maps hanging on the front wall: the U.S. and the world. And I still use the blackboard and chalk, which helps keep everyone awake. Four large windows look out onto the school's semi-circular driveway and main entrance. The kids watch the cars and the weather. I watch the sky.

      My second period class is Twentieth-Century World History, all seniors. Good, I thought, the Sixties. The class entered with more than the usual chatter. They had spring fever and senioritis.

      “OK, class. We didn't do anything yesterday. Let's get caught up, okay? Where did the substitute leave off?”

      Melissa Nicholas raised her hand and said, “Kennedy's assassination” before I could call on her.

      “And did you all do the reading?” Heads shook yes, and hands went up. “Everyone? You suddenly start to do your homework while I'm out?”

      “The sub scared us,” said Marjorie Cousins.

      “I'll have to try that,” I grinned. “Okay, let's back up a bit. What about 1963 was most important beyond the president's assassination?”

      The first hand up was Susan Adams's. “Mr. R, I don't think there was only one thing. The Civil Rights Movement was very active, but there were a lot of events that mattered.”

      “Which ones did you have in mind, Susan?”

      “Well, President Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act, you know equal pay for equal work, but that's still an issue, Mr. R. Why do women still get paid less if there's a law?”

      “Susan, that's a good question. I don't know the answer. But here are some of the pieces. For one thing, many jobs aren't covered by federal law. Also, most employers don't post their pay scales publically. They offer a job and wage, and if someone accepts it, that's what it is for that person. But studies show that women don't bargain as hard. Maybe they expect to be shot down, and bosses prefer to save a dollar rather than offer them as much as the men. But we all know that pay discrimination is still with us. Even today, women make only seventy-five percent of what men are paid for the same job.” Three girls and two boys booed. “That's a government statistic. Thanks for asking, Susan. Maybe we'll have a chance to discuss it more. Back to 1963. What happened in the Civil Rights Movement?”

      Walt Bridges raised his hand. “March on Washington, Mr. R.”

      “What about it, Walt?”

      “Every year there's something about it on the news. Thousands of people went to Washington to protest discrimination. And Martin Luther King gave his big speech at the Lincoln Memorial.”

      “Have you all heard Dr. King's 'I Have a Dream' speech?” I looked around at mostly blank faces. “No one?”

      Peter Panzoni raised his hand. “I've heard parts of it, Mr. R. Lots of us have. But it happened more than fifty years ago. Why does it matter today?”

      “Does anyone want to answer Peter's question?” I looked around for volunteers, and some kids looked almost ready. I waited.

      Dick Powers spoke up. “Mr. R, first of all, I read somewhere that it was one of the greatest speeches in American history. And it affected lots of people. But I think it matters now because there's still discrimination. Maybe not like the fire hoses and police dogs in Alabama back then, but what about with Hispanics and most immigrants. And gay people. And Native Americans. That speech was about all men are created equal, including women.”

      “Good, Dick. Did you forget African Americans? The issue is still with us, isn't it?”

      “Sorry, Mr. R. I didn't forget. African Americans too.”

      “Can someone tell me how we know that we are still waiting for Dr. King's dream to come true?” I could tell this was a difficult discussion for these mostly middle-class kids, almost all of whom were white.

      Susan raised her hand. I nodded to her to go ahead. “Mr. R, African Americans make less money than white people. They have higher unemployment rates. Fewer of them finish high school. It seems every time there's a bad statistic, minorities lead the bad things.”

      “Good answer, Susan. Class, we don't have enough time today to discuss all the issues you've brought up. But I want you to think about what makes your freedom so special and which of YOUR freedoms other people shouldn't have.” There was a murmur, an undercurrent at my loaded question. “In 1963, President Kennedy also gave a speech on civil rights. He said we should all want the equality for everyone that we want for ourselves. His speech was two months before Dr. King's. In 1963, another speech, by Governor George Wallace…”

      Susan interrupted. “He's the one who stood in the doorway to keep students from entering the college, wasn't he, Mr. R?”

      “He was, and in his inauguration speech, he said, 'Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.' That was the world then, and that was the context when President Kennedy proposed a federal law to end discrimination in public accommodations, like hotels and restaurants. The Justice Department began to play a bigger role in lawsuits to make sure it happened. He also talked about desegregating public schools and protecting voting rights. Does any of this sound familiar? Class, I'm not going to preach about this. But for homework, I want you all to read President Kennedy's Civil Rights address and Dr. King's 'I Have a Dream' speech. There's video of both on the class website. Watch them. Pay attention to how they frame the issues and the rhetoric. We'll talk more about all this next week.”

      Josh Martin raised his hand. “Mr. Russell, the civil rights stuff was a big part of 1963, but it wasn't the most important thing.” He was up to something. I watched as heads turned toward him. He had rascal all over his face. “The most important thing was the Beatles.” Some of the class laughed, but Susan said, “Don't be ridiculous, Josh.”

      Josh pressed his point, that the Beatles initiated social change for a generation, and I let him go. When I want the class engaged, I call on him. The fun part is that he doesn't always believe what he says. You can imagine what that can start. I had a feeling today was one of those times. Josh argued that not only music changed but that the Beatles started a youth revolution in hair styles, clothing, even morality.

      “The Beatles might have been important, Josh. But no one was shot because their hair was too long,” Susan retorted. “The Beatles were fun for middle-class teenagers. The Civil Rights Movement brought discrimination against African Americans to the whole country's attention. It changed the way we all live.”

      He laughed at her. “And the Civil Rights Movement is still trying to get civil rights. The Beatles are still popular forty years after they stopped making music. So which was more successful?”

      “Oh, Josh, be serious.”

      “Why?”

      “Okay, okay, thank you both. Is there anything else?”

      “Mr. Russell,” said Susan, while Josh's antenna were raised, “my grandmother told me about Kennedy's assassination and said that it changed her generation's view of government. She said that before he was killed, there was a lot of hope in the country, but it was like when he died, the country started to wonder about all the things government did wrong. Like the Viet Nam war.”

      Susan plays counterpoint to Josh regardless of the topic. I think they like each other. Before class time ran out, I thanked them for their thinking and then reminded everyone that 1963 had been a very important year. I listed a few other events for them to think about. I asked them to consider the aftermath of Kennedy's assassination. “Do you think the Civil Rights Act would have passed if Kennedy hadn't been killed?”

      I mentioned the murder of Medgar Evers, the church bombing and protests in Birmingham, and Dr. King's Letter from a Birmingham Jail. I reminded them that in eleventh grade, they had studied civil disobedience and Henry David Thoreau, who inspired Dr. King and Gandhi. I also mentioned the introduction of zip codes and instant replay. There was the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, which ended above-ground nuclear testing, the Supreme Court's forbidding prayer in public schools, and the Court's ruling in Gideon v. Wainwright that anyone charged with a crime who couldn't afford a lawyer had to be given one. And finally, I reminded them that we were at war in Vietnam.

      “Hey Mr. R,” Josh said. “You should teach a course about just 1963.”

      An extended lightning flash lit the room, and the thunder boomed as class ended. “You have your homework assignment. Take notes.” Lightning flashed again, and a sharp pain coursed through my head. When the bell sounded, I walked to the door to let the kids go. Grabbing the knob on the outside to hold the door open, I got a shock and let go. Standing in front of the door, I rubbed my head. Ashley came down to see if I was all right.

      “Yeah, but that last flash felt as if I'd put my brain in a socket.” I shook my head like a dog shaking off the rain. “I'm fine,” I said looking up at Ashley.

      “I'm not so sure about that.” His ruts were back. The next period was about to start, though, and he just said, “See you later.”

      My next class was waiting in the hall because I was blocking the way. I apologized and then got another shock when I touched the knob. I opened the door, propped it open with my right foot, and stared at my hand. The bell rang, and I headed inside.
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      THIS IS CRAZY, or is it me? Time travel is real. I, we, did it. His eyes are brown, not blue. How did it happen? Look at these kids, as comfortable with General Lee as they are with each other. If we get back, can we go again, somewhere else? I've seen black and white pictures, but to see him as he really looked. Looks. Wow. His uniform more light blue than gray. So that's what cadet gray looks like. Even the braid is gold, woven to the sleeves, not like Hollywood yellow.

      But his eyes more than everything, not the blue I had read somewhere, but brown. Sharp, yet sad. Piercing and aware. He's a little taller than me. And he seems at ease with us, even glad to talk to the kids. I can't believe this. I'm talking to Robert E. Lee. This is amazing. I'd really like to spend some time with him, but is it safe here for the kids? Can we get back? He looks tired, but maybe willing to talk? I can hope. Those thoughts ran through my head when I'd first realized who the man on the hilltop was. I wanted a chance to think about the rest of our conversation, but I needed more time. Maybe at dinner.

      

      “SIR, PERHAPS I can prove my claim to you.” Lee gestured for me to continue. I had ID in my wallet, so I handed my driver's license to him.

      “I see your likeness. It is different from the pictures we see in our newspapers, and your picture has color, matching your own. But there is nothing else here.”

      I looked at the license. He was right. No address, no date of birth. So I pulled other identification from my wallet—my Social Security card, credit cards, health insurance card, auto registration. None had dates, and dates could have verified what I'd told the general. Or convinced him I had invested mightily in a very peculiar joke. I was confused. My final thought, my final chance, was to reach into my pants pockets; I knew I had started the day with money in my pocket. I withdrew blank pieces of paper. Perplexed, I handed General Lee the items from my wallet. Lee looked them over, but didn't know what they were.

      “These are things I have never seen, but they don't explain anything. What is an auto driver license?”

      “General, I don't know how much time we have together, but if you can spare some, and if we could speak openly, my class may be able to convince you. I thought these items would help, but I was mistaken.”

      Lee said, “Like you, Mr. Russell, I have little time I can count on. You are aware there is a war going on?”

      “Yes, General, but General Johnston will surrender to General Sherman on April 26, and in November of this year, your ship, the Shenandoah will offer the final surrender.”

      Lee again stared at me, his eyes wide, losing patience, more than skeptical. “That is preposterous. You are guessing, sir. No one can know for sure what is happening in the other theaters of this infernal conflict.” Yet I sensed he was curious.

      “I understand your skepticism, General, but perhaps there are other ways for me to prove it to you? May I bring my students back?” When Lee nodded yes, I waved the class back. When they were all gathered and quiet, I said, “Boys and girls, may I present to you, General Robert E. Lee, Commander of the Army of Northern Virginia of the Confederate States of America.”

      In spite of the shocked and doubtful looks on their faces, and the general's own uncertainty, Lee smiled and said gently, “It is a pleasure to meet y'all.”

      I explained that we had discussed my lack of money and the missing name or address on my identification. Dan Wilkinson raised his hand. “Mr. Russell, we have our textbooks.” I took one and opened to a random page. Looking at the page upside down, Dan said, “Wow! The pages are blank.” I asked the kids to see if they had anything written in any of their books. Reaching into her book bag, Carol Murray took out her laptop.

      The general observed all the activity and spotting the computer, asked, “Young lady, what is that?”

      “It's called a computer, General,” I said as I followed his glance to Carol. “It is one of our primary means of communication. Turn it on, Carol.” She did, and the battery was working. “Carol, see if you can find anything on the Civil War.” She clicked on Know It All, her browser, but a message appeared, “No Connection.” When I saw that, I told her, “Open a new word doc. Type something. Let's show the general something of how it works. Can you open pictures?”

      Another girl, Pat Leslie, said, “Mr. Russell, I have my cell phone.” I was oddly thankful she'd brought it with her.

      “Pat, would you bring it here, please?” I looked at my watch, knowing that the period would be ending soon but not sure what would happen then.

      Lee asked, “Mr. Russell, what is that on your arm?”

      “We call it a wristwatch, General. It is a timepiece.”

      “May I look at it?” I slid the expandable band and handed it to Lee, who removed his own watch from his pocket to compare. I was grateful to have refused to buy a digital model. “How do you wind it?” asked Lee.

      I wasn't sure how to answer. I said, “It's run by a battery, General.”

      “I am familiar with those. The battery was invented by Mr. Benjamin Franklin and then improved to create electric current. We have those batteries now, but I believe they only function in liquid and need a sizable container.” Knowing he would be surprised again, I removed the battery, a thin metal disk, and placed it in his hand. “This is quite amazing. Do you have other uses for batteries?” he asked.

      I took Pat's cell phone. “General, this device allows people to speak to each other. Over long distances.”

      “Ah, like a speaking trumpet. I can speak to those men across that field. Sometimes hearing is difficult if the wind is up, but if they are closer it is quite acceptable, even when there is wind.”

      “General, this device allows us to speak to someone in California, or Europe, or even farther distances, regardless of the weather. And we can hear their response.”

      “If that is true, could you show me?” Lee asked.

      “I'm sorry, sir, but the transmitters we need haven't been created yet.” I handed the phone back to Pat.

      Lee asked, “And that operates with a battery?” Pat removed the battery and handed it to Lee. The general passed it from hand to hand, held it between his index finger and thumb. “As confounding as this is, clearly you do not live near here, and perhaps are not from this time.” He lowered his eyebrows and sucked in his lips, at least that's what it looked like. He was thinking, I think. “Quite interesting, I must say.”

      “Mr. Russell,” said Carol, “I have some pictures, and I've typed a note about what's happening here.”

      “Thanks, Carol. Would you show them to General Lee?”

      Carol walked over and offered him the laptop, saying, “If you'd like to hold it, sir…” He sat on a tree stump, and she knelt next to him. She tapped keys to move through her photo album. Lee looked at the pictures and then at Carol. He asked her if he could try. “Sure, General. Go ahead.” As though he were touching a baby, General Lee tapped the keys as he had seen her do. He smiled and looked at me. “Battery?” he asked.

      “Battery.”

      His curiosity overcame his reticence. “Mr. Russell, sir, why don't you sit down. It seems we may have a reason to talk for a bit more.”

      “Thank you, General. Class, sit!” The class crowded in close to the tree stumps where their teacher and their surprised host were sitting and found spots on the ground. The trees around us were bent, as if they were listening to this most unlikely conversation.

      “Yuck” came from Jason James as he placed his hand on the undergrowth. Everyone looked at him, and he held up his hand. General Lee told us that there had been fighting there early the day before and handed his handkerchief to Jason.

      “No thanks, General,” said Jason.

      “Please,” said the general. “Those were my boys. It's all right.”

      “Okay, thanks,” said Jason, reluctantly taking it and wiping his hand. He handed it back, muddy and marked with dried blood. The general's eyes blinked, and he looked down briefly, sighing, as he placed the handkerchief in his coat pocket.

      A hand went up. “General, did you know George Washington?” asked Lauren Clinton. For the first time, the general chuckled. “I am sorry, young lady, but General Washington died before I was born. Although our families have been close for generations.”

      I asked General Lee if he would permit a few questions. Lee said, “As long as you don't tell me more about the near future, I'll answer what I can. But first, would you tell me about driving? Why is it necessary to have a license to drive cattle where you come from?”

      I thought a moment. “Briefly, General, a variety of powered vehicles were, I mean will be, built later in this century. You are familiar with the internal combustion engine?”

      Lee nodded, “I have seen schematics but nothing in operation, other than trains.”

      “Well, sir, a product called gasoline, is, um, will be, refined, from oil. It is highly combustible, and we have used it for more than a century to power vehicles. Take your wagons, as an example, General. Imagine if they were motorized instead of being drawn by horses or oxen. They might go ten miles per hour instead of ten miles in a day, and they could carry heavier loads.” A breeze blew through the clearing, spraying us with day-old rain.

      While the class did its best to dry off, Lee continued my thoughts, “Our tactics would have changed, certainly.” He stroked his beard as he listened.

      “Now General, picture that same vehicle traveling the seventy-five miles from Richmond to Appomattox in an hour.

      “You can do that?” asked Lee.

      “And faster, General.” Lee sat up straight, once again shaking his head, amazed. “We have vehicles that can go over 400 miles per hour. Not sustained speed, but that is the land-speed record. Of course, not on roads like those.” I pointed to the rutted, muddy trails off to our left.

      “Land-speed record? Can you go very fast on water also?” At this, the students and I grinned at each other.

      “Tell him, Mr. R,” said Clayton Waters.

      I told the general about airplanes, the Wright Brothers, Lucky Lindy, planes used in warfare, and that in 1969, Neil Armstrong would be the first man to walk on the moon. Abruptly, Lee stood up. “Now, sir, you have exceeded your believability!”

      “It's true, General,” said Marty Rose, jumping up. “My dad's a pilot in the Air Force. I have a picture of him with a plane here.” Marty handed the photo to Lee, who looked at the picture, back to Marty, again at the picture, and sat back down. The picture was there, the computer had pictures, why were the pages blank, and my ID?

      Turning to me, the general asked, “Air Force?”

      “General, there will be an entire branch of the military devoted to flying airplanes, which is what we call them. Our Navy has ships that are large enough for a plane to land on. Even though they are from my own time, I find that remarkable.”

      “Mr. Russell, I think that would be quite an understatement.”

      At that moment, a bell rang clearly. The sound was muffled, as if it were far off. I told the general that the chime signaled the end of the class.

      The kids had started to get up. “Kids, stay here. General, I'm not sure what is about to happen, but if you are willing, I have another group heading in, and I think they would benefit from our conversation.”

      Lee waved to bring them in but asked, “Where are they coming from?” I pointed, went to the outlined opening and, without leaving the grass, held the door open. One by one, the next class came in and looked around. I told them to follow me. When we reached the clearing, I said, “All of you take a seat. General, this is my next class. Class, it is my honor to introduce General Robert E. Lee.”

      “Right,” said Johnny Clayton. His deep voice resonated. Slim and muscular, Johnny can be imposing, especially on the football field.

      Dan Wilkinson said, “It is, Johnny, so shut up.” He's shy but gritty. Dan and Johnny are good friends.

      “You shut up,” Johnny shot back.

      “That's enough. Sorry, General. They are likely as skeptical as you.”

      “I can understand,” said Lee, nodding his head.

      “Fourth-period students, General Lee and the third-period class have been discussing some of our inventions. We were about to ask the general some questions. Just so you know, today is April 10, 1865, and we are at Appomattox. Third period, I will give you all excuses for your other teachers.” I'll have to figure out what I'm going to tell them.

      I heard soft knocking in the background and looked up to see Ashley peering through the window of the outlined door. He never knocks, I thought. I wonder what he sees. I turned and said, “General, yesterday you met with General Grant and surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia.” Lee scrutinized me. His expression registered his surprise at how much I seemed to know. He sighed and nodded yes. “Are you at all relieved the war is basically over?”

      Lee marshaled his emotions and replied thoughtfully, “Mr. Russell, I am exceeding glad to end these hostilities. My boys fought well, but there have been fewer and fewer of us over these past years.” He spoke with a soft accent, adding “and the Union seems to have endless amounts of men and armament, food and supplies. For the past week, my soldiers have been living on fried bread and toasted corn, if they can find it. In fact, right now, General Grant's men are provisioning all of my boys in the field.” Lee pointed across the valley, which the fourth-period class only then noticed.

      Jack Massa asked, “General, don't you know General Grant?”

      “I have known him in many ways, young man. We have faced each other in the field for these past many months. I fought with him in Mexico, although we served in different units. We met briefly yesterday, and truth be told, I didn't have a clear memory of having seen him before. He spoke a bit about those times. But I was not there to reminisce. Frankly, when I arrived, I was unsure how I would be received. I was, after all, the losing general and would be viewed as a traitor by many.”

      “Were you? A traitor, I mean?” asked Sean Little.

      “I was an officer in the United States Army until 1861 and was offered command of the Union army by Mr. Lincoln. But I am a Virginian, young man, and when the Virginia legislature voted to secede, I believed it my sad duty to follow my fellow Virginians into the Confederacy. Am I a traitor?” He watched a flock of birds leaving the treetops. “I suppose I am,” he said, stroking his beard.

      Bob Bee asked, “How do you feel now?”

      “Now? I feel tired and dispirited. I have been away from home for a long time. It is my ardent hope that this war will truly end soon and that the Union will be re-established. I have heard that Mr. Lincoln has spoken of reconciliation. I will do all I can to help that happen.”

      “Excuse me, General, but didn't you own slaves?” asked Matt Christopher. Sorrow again visited Lee's face. He said, “It does return as always to our peculiar institution, doesn't it?” It seemed almost like he was talking to himself. “At one time, my family did own slaves. But I released them years ago, before this war.”

      “But I don't understand. That's what the war was all about,” said Cheryl See. “If you didn't own slaves, why did you fight to hold on to slavery?”

      Addressing Cheryl and then scanning the intent, upturned faces, Lee said, “This war was also about allowing people to live without the government in Washington giving orders to the states. Even Mr. Lincoln said if he could keep the Union together without freeing the slaves, he would do that.”

      “But General,” said Eric Silver, “he freed the slaves.”

      “He did that, but only when this war has ended will we truly determine the outcome. I believe slavery to be wrong, but what will these people do if they don't have the homes and food they received before? Where will they go? We will see if Mr. Lincoln has done more good than harm.”

      “What will you do now, General?” asked David Jewels. David's freckles bounced on his cheeks, his messy, blond head keeping step with each word.

      “I will return to my family and my home. But first I must return to Richmond to speak with President Davis about ending the hostilities and reuniting our country. He will not be happy. A number of my men have offered to continue the fight, a guerrilla war from the hills. I hope I have convinced them otherwise. I hope Mr. Lincoln will soon complete what we began yesterday.”

      “But Lincoln was assassinated,” exclaimed Amanda Lesetto. The class grew silent. Lee's jaw dropped; a sharp breath joined a mournful stare at Amanda.

      “Sorry General,” I said. “Amanda, we were not going to mention the near future.”

      Lee asked, “Is this true?”

      “General, do you really want to know?”

      “Now that the subject has been opened, please.”

      With a chest-heaving sigh, I told him that in four days, President and Mrs. Lincoln would go to Ford's Theater in Washington to see “Our American Cousin” and that the president would be shot by an actor, John Wilkes Booth, who hated that Lincoln had defeated his beloved South and was even talking about allowing the former slaves to vote one day. I added that attempts by his fellow conspirators to kill Vice President Johnson, Secretary Seward, and Secretary Stanton would fail, but the president would die the next morning.

      “Then we of the South cannot look forward to what I had hoped would be a congenial reconciliation of this nation. It is a sad day now for many reasons—for all of us.” The general stood and looked toward the valley and away from us.

      A new question came from Johnny Clayton. “General, what was the worst battle, do you think?”

      With his thumb and forefinger, Lee stroked his mustache. Turning back to us, he said, “At Gettysburg, I think I made a mistake, and a costly one it was. Too many were lost there, on both sides. So many of my best commanders. If only General Stuart had been nearby, perhaps the outcome might have been different. We fought at Sharpsburg in Maryland; some call it Antietam for the creek that runs through the field. We fought at Fredericksburg. We fought in the Shenandoah. I think the hardest loss for me was at Chancellorsville, when General Thomas Jackson fell.” He hung his head.

      Eric Silver asked, “Do you mean Stonewall, sir?”

      “Yes, his men called him that and named their brigade the Stonewall.” He had looked up at Eric's question. “I felt as though I had lost my right arm when he died.”

      “General, what does the E stand for?” asked Pat. “You know, Robert E. Lee;” she emphasized the general's middle initial.

      “Ah, yes,” he said. “Well, the E stands for Edward. But why do you know my name that way? Of course, these days I'm known as General Lee,” a playful twinkle in his eyes. “But most people I know have called me only Robert Lee.”

      “General, historians refer to you using your initial,” I said. “It has a sort of melodic sound—Robert E. Lee.”

      Lee smiled. “You know, Mr. Russell, I, too, have worked with students. I held the post of superintendent of the Military Academy at West Point, which is also my alma mater, as you appear to know.”

      From the trees, a horse whinnied. Walking toward us was a horse, gray with a black mane and long black tail, and a soldier. “Old Traveller, my horse, is always ready to tell me when I need to pay attention to the needs of the moment,” said the general.

      The scene surprised and confused the approaching soldier. Walking up to Lee, he whispered, “General, I've been worried. You've been gone for two hours.” He peered at us, curious.

      Lee waved toward us. “I would like to introduce Colonel Walter Taylor, my adjutant and close confidant throughout these years of war. Colonel, this is Mr. Russell and his students from New Jersey. I will tell you about them later.” Turning to the class again, he said, “Mr. Russell, young people, it seems my time with you is over. Our conversation has been very enlightening for me, I assure you.”

      “General Lee, it has been our pleasure and honor to have met you. Thank you for your time.”

      Various members of the classes offered thanks in a variety of ways. David Jewels said, “See ya, General.”

      The general cocked his head. “I wonder.” At that, he and Colonel Taylor headed back into the woods, and we left the clearing, squishing toward the door. Suddenly, our shadows danced in the newly arrived sunlight.

      The bell rang. I opened the door, and as I stepped through ahead of them, Dan Wilkinson, his textbook open, said, “Mr. R, take a look at this. The words are back.”
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      AS THE KIDS LEFT, Ashley scurried down the hallway and through the crowd of book bags. “Where have you been?” he asked.

      Johnny Clayton overheard and answered for me. “Mr. Gilbert, you gotta go in there and see. It's really cool. We just met Robert E. Lee. Mr. R, how did you do that?” Ashley glanced at Johnny, bemused, and turned to me. So, I guessed, he hadn't seen much when he looked in.

      “I looked for you after last period. Your room was empty.”

      “I saw you look in the window. Dinner will be the most interesting meal you'll have this week, I promise. I'll tell you later.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “You're not going to believe this. I'm not sure I do.”

      “WHAT are you talking about?” He sounded exasperated. He didn't understand. I knew I didn't.

      “Too much to tell. Later.” Looking through the window, I said, “Room looks like it always does.”

      Ashley asked, “And you were expecting something different? What did Johnny mean about meeting Robert E. Lee?”

      “Ash, I really don't know what happened, but, yeah, we met Robert E. Lee on the day after he surrendered. I'll tell you the whole story, but later. I have to get through the rest of the day first.”

      As Ash walked away, I twisted the doorknob, again feeling a tingle. I stepped through and saw a large building with a Ford sign across the top. Before I could see more, a club rushed my vision, collided with my cheek, and knocked me backwards. I hit the floor with a groan, and Ashley ran back to help me up. He stopped laughing when he saw blood dripping down my face.

      “Are you okay? What happened?”

      With students gathering around me, I said I didn't know. “I must have tripped and hit my face on something.” Fran Lawrence handed me a tissue.

      “You need to go to the nurse, Mr. R. You have a gash on your cheek. And it's starting to swell.”

      Ashley took over. “One of you, go to the cafeteria and get some ice in a cup. And ask for a dish towel, a clean one.” He pulled my hand away. “Stay put, Fritz. Will someone go get Ms. Wharton? Tell her what happened.”

      I tried to stand but Ashley held me down. Now surrounded by my class and his, I told him to let me move to a wall, so I could sit up. All the while, I kept thinking about what I had so briefly seen.

      The ice arrived first, followed shortly by Nurse Wharton and the principal. Just what I need.

      “What happened, Mr. Russell? Are you okay? Why are all you students standing around? Get to your classes.” I told him the students were mine and Ashley's and we had told them to stay. “Well then, that's okay I guess, but what happened?

      When I told him I didn't know, he said I needed to be more careful. And then he said he hoped nothing was seriously wrong, because he didn't want to be filling out accident reports. We could all tell how irritated he was from his deep red cheeks.

      The nurse pried the icepack from my hand and with a none-too-gentle prod said that I had a bruise and a small cut. Mr. McAllister said he was glad to hear it. She asked if I could stand. Ash and one of the boys pulled me up.

      “Keep pressure on it and come to my office. I'll bandage it there.”

      George said he would cover for me. From the rear of my group, a couple of moans irritated George even more. “Everyone inside NOW,” he said.

      

      A bandage and a couple of ibuprofens later, I opened my door. George hustled past me without a word. The kids clapped softly as the door clicked shut. Marion Hickok asked if I was okay. I assured her that no permanent damage had been done, and the ice was helping.

      Joe DiVincenzo said, “Hey, Mr. R. We heard you turned the class into a forest, and we're going to speak to Robert E. Lee.”

      “Joe, do you really believe that?” I glanced at my notes. “Okay, class, open your books to page 287. With the time we have left, we'll discuss the events that led to World War II.”

      Marion Hickok raised her hand. “Yes, Marion?”

      “Mr. R, while we were waiting, Johnny Clayton said you told Robert E. Lee about computers and cars.” I watched the class waiting, watching me.

      “We have other things to discuss. I'll tell you about it sometime. Today we're going to talk about the Treaty of Versailles.” Outside, a stormy sky still filled the windows, but it wasn't as cloudy as the looks on the kids' faces. Close by, there was a flash followed by a rumble.

      Fran Lawrence asked, “Mr. Russell, is it true that if you count the seconds from a lightning flash until thunder that the number of seconds will tell you how far away the storm is?”

      “No, Fran,” I said. “It will depend on temperature and humidity. Sound travels about one mile every five seconds in normal conditions, but that doesn't account for altitude. Now, Can We Discuss the Versailles Treaty? Steve Christopher, will you read the main points of the treaty?”

      As Steve read, I stood at the windows and watched the cars go by. The rain bounced on their windshields like popcorn. I wondered what had just occurred. I'm not a spectator to history. I'm an eyewitness. Why didn't this class find the same scene? What's different? And where WAS I when I got hit? When I turned back, I realized that the classroom was deafeningly quiet.

      Marion Hickok raised her hand tentatively. “Mr. Russell, are you sure you're okay?”

      “Yes, thank you, Marion, I'm fine. Let's see hands. How did the treaty prepare the groundwork for the future?” Hands went up. Tom Wyle didn't usually volunteer. “Yes, Tom?”

      “By creating the League of Nations, it gave us an organization that was supposed to prevent future wars.”

      “How did that work out, Tom?”

      “Not too well, Mr. R,” said Tom, a little pink, and then asserted, “but it was a good idea.”

      “It was, and it is,” I agreed. “What do we have today that does something similar?”

      “The United Nations,” said three or four out loud.

      “Why didn't the League work?” Again, hands went up. New hands. Bill Taggert? Wow, something's going on. But what? “Yes, Bill?”

      “First of all, the United States didn't join.” His voice cracked, unaccustomed to participating. “And the treaty made Germany accept blame for the war and took away land from them. So the Germans weren't really very happy.”

      “Good, Bill.” Kevin Maher's hand was up. What's happening here today? “Kevin.”

      “They made Germany pay repairments.”

      “Reparations,” I corrected.

      “Yeah, that's it,” said Kevin.

      “Keep going, Kevin”

      “Well, the treaty tried to make all countries reduce their arms.”

      A voice from the back of the class called out, “And their legs.” Steve Christopher. I shook my head as the class laughed.

      “Steve, other than body parts, what did disarming mean?”

      “Well, I think it made all countries make their armies smaller to prevent another war. And it made countries tell each other what they were doing.”

      “Seems like a good idea, doesn't it?” I asked. “Transparency of action, communication between countries, reduction in military strength. The treaty also had an agreement between members to protect each other from outside aggression, like NATO today. Can anyone see any weaknesses here?” I looked around the room. “Sam Olberman, what do you think?” Sam had been staring out the window.

      Looking back at me, he seemed not to be paying attention. Or maybe he was deep in thought. I gave him the benefit of the doubt. “Um, well, it's like there's no way to make a country agree.”

      “All the signers agreed. Could they change their minds?”

      Sam said, “I guess so.”

      “Can you think of a country that did?”

      Sam glanced at the maps on the front wall. “Germany?”

      “Good one, Sam. We'll get into that more in a couple of weeks. Can anyone think of another?”

      Sarah Bright spoke up and said, “Japan.”

      “Good, Sarah,” I said. “Can you tell us more?”

      Sarah continued, “So Japan was one of our allies in World War I, and the treaty gave Japan all the islands in the Pacific that Germany owned. And the Japanese were totally our enemies in World War II.”

      “Terrific answer, Sarah.” I said. She smiled, and I decided to fill in some details. “The Germans had colonized islands in the Pacific. Not all the islands, but they had not really developed them. The Japanese wanted to build an empire in China and in the western and southern Pacific and were already developing control in the entire region. After World War I, the government in Japan came under control of pro-military politicians and military officers. As the Japanese developed the area, they came in conflict with the U.S. and Britain by the early1930s. We'll get to that later also. Can anyone think of another factor which influenced the outcome of the treaty?” No hands went up. “What about economically?”

      “The Roaring Twenties,” said Eddie Bauer.

      “What about them?”

      “Well, things were good.”

      “Where were they good, Eddie?”

      “Uh, everywhere?”

      It was time to teach. “The war had been devastating to Europe. Millions of young men on both sides were killed or wounded. It ruined much of France and Belgium, where most of the war was fought. Germany was slammed by reparations and losing territory, including the Rhineland, where it mined most of its coal and got most of its timber. That's where industry was, too. Terrible inflation crippled the German economy. Before the war, Germany was the strongest economy in Europe.” I walked back and forth in front of the class. “In the U.S., where normal life was not interrupted by the battles, the recession ended more quickly. Before the war, the United States had owed more money to foreigners than foreigners owed it. During the war, that switched, and it stayed that way until the 1980s.” The bell rang ending the class.

      “Aren't you going to tell us what happened last period?” asked Sam.

      “Not today, Sam, maybe later.” It was the end of fifth period.

      Before they made it out the door, I said “We'll continue this on Monday.” I heard the usual groans.

      Ashley walked in. “You look like you have an addition built on your face. So what did happen?”

      Bewildered, I shook my head and said, “At the house. I'll tell you what happened there. Not here.”

      “You know, the kids have one hell of a tale they're telling, and it seems that some of the teachers are getting filled in, too.”

      “I wish I could explain, but I can't.”

      Tom Jaffrey walked in. “That must have been a very interesting class, Fritz. Three of my fourth-period students didn't show up, and when I saw them in the hall, they said you would explain.”

      “I kept them through the fourth, Tom. Sorry. We had a project with a special guest.” General Lee sitting on a tree stump flashed in my mind. “I thought it would be worth their time. I suppose you've heard the story already?”

      Mr. Jaffrey said, “Uh huh. You're going to have to show a bunch of us how you did it, 'cause I haven't seen them this excited about, well, anything.”

      “Tom, when I have it all figured out, I'll have the office set up an in-service for the whole staff. Promise. But I'm still working out some details.”

      “Sounds good to me. Gotta run.” I was glad he left.

      Ashley listened, befuddled. “You actually set that up?”

      “Nope. You'd have known. I just told him that so he wouldn't keep pushing—like present company. Look, Ash, before today is over, I'm going to need to explain this, whatever it was, to a bunch of teachers and to George. I don't really know what happened.” I put the icepack on my cheek. “So expect a good dinner and a long chat. But right now, I have to call Linda and let her know you're coming and bringing wine.” Ashley gave me a thumbs-up.

      I had lunch monitor duty the first half of sixth period, keeping order in the freed chaos. Three different teachers asked what had happened to their fourth-period students. I refined the story for each of them. It was good practice for what I suspected was coming. Funny, I thought, I never thought of myself as a born liar. But I'm getting pretty good at this. Knowing I had almost made it through the day, I flipped through my notes and then picked up the book on the right side of my desk. I thumbed to the pages I had paperclipped. A Ford sign. At the bottom of the picture, inside a circle, two feet protruded from a foggy rectangle. The caption read, “This photograph taken at River Rouge that day has never been explained. Whose feet were they? And what was the strange rectangle?” I examined the shoes and lifted my right foot. They were the same. I put the book in my briefcase. Is this a coincidence? Or is that really me? If I were wearing running shoes instead of wingtips, I'd know. And the puzzle would be even bigger. What made me put on good shoes this morning?

      Just before the start of seventh period, I went out in the hall to wait for the next class. Seniors. Most of them were already there, talking among themselves, unusually clamor free.

      Mike Malloy said, “Mr. Russell, is it true, what everybody's saying?”

      “Not now, Mike.” He touched his cheek as though I had slapped him. “Sorry Mike, I didn't mean for it to come out like that.”

      “It's okay, Mr. R,” said Mike, his eyes on his shoes.

      “Okay, everyone, go into the classroom.” My fingers got another shock. It was like static, but different, longer lasting. The class filed through the door. And joined a mass of people. As I followed them in, bells were clanging, sirens blowing, and the crowd wailing and screaming. I looked at the surroundings, tallish buildings, shops, and then I looked at the class, all students' eyes on me.

      “Mr. R, where are we?” asked Jen Bennett.

      “I don't know.” I turned from side to side, then behind me, to see if I recognized anything.

      One of the men in the crowd, derbied, turned to see who was behind him. He muttered, “Washington Place.” Then I squinted across the smoky street. A sign on the building read “Triangle Waist Company” and below it, “Meyers, Cronin and Wallach”. There was too much smoke and disbelief to see more. Coughing everywhere. Eyes watering.

      “Oh my God,” shouted Rose McGowan, pointing. “Look!” A woman jumped from a ninth-floor window, her dress trailing flames, like a rocket heading the wrong way. Others followed. We heard the screams as they grabbed the air to stop their falls, the crushing sounds as the bodies hit, thuds on the sidewalk. The crowd groaned and howled. Tears added to the moisture in the air. My students were crying, too.

      “Where are the fire escapes?” Jen asked.

      “That's what we all want to know,” said a man with a thick mustache. “It's always the same. They lock the exits and the staircase doors in that place.”

      “Can't we do something?” yelled Jacob Steinberg. As we watched, firemen went in and out, heads hung, trying to be useful but failing. Their ladders were too short to reach the upper floors.

      I looked at my watch: 4:58. I knew that couldn't be right but didn't have a moment to think about it. Police arrived in front of us, holding back the crowd. From the ninth floor, another fireman signaled that the fire was out. Across the street, bodies of the jumpers were lying in a chaotic jumble on the sidewalk, blood sneaking to the curb.

      “Kids, let's go.” Nudging people out of the way, we headed through the crowd toward a storefront door that stood out like the rectangle I had seen with General Lee, except it was outlined in fluorescent blue. I opened the door and shepherded the kids through. But instead of the classroom or the school hallway, the door led to the front of a large building, larger than a warehouse, and another crowd.

      The street corner sign told us we were at 26th Street. The jostling crowd pushed us into the building, into what appeared to be a dock, but there were no ships. The only light emanated from the upper windows and widely scattered electric bulbs ten feet above us. Some people carried lanterns. Others had flashlights. Sobs of grief gushed from the crowd. Moving further, we saw open coffins, filled with bodies, some burned beyond recognition. Murmurs engulfed the class, and a yell came from up ahead, a man, his agony loud and painful, in foreign-accented English, “That's my little girl.”

      The pink sky and dark horizon told us evening had arrived. I looked at my watch again. Seven o'clock. Time must have shifted somehow when we came in here. That would explain how they had already set up a morgue. Or was it morning? I gathered the class as best I could and, shouting above the din, I told them, “Keep moving through. Get a partner and stick together. Make sure everyone is here.” I moved them all ahead of me, trying to count them. “Go to the door. Let's get out of here.” Exiting through the pandemonium, the class gathered outside. Nearby, newsboys shouted “Extra, extra. Read all about the fire at Triangle.”

      “Follow me,” I said. We walked away from the crowd, led by a force I neither controlled nor understood. Finally, a door with a brightly lit outline. I twisted the handle. The hallway. “Everyone in here. NOW.” I pushed the door shut. Hard. I opened it again, and there was our classroom, empty, normal. I hurried everyone in.

      Jacob Steinberg, his voice trembling, asked, “What did you do, Mr. R?”

      “It looks like we walked in on the Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire. We haven't studied that yet. Listen, you guys all have your last class in a few minutes. If you can, I want you to come back for a few minutes after eighth period. It's not detention. We need to talk about this.” The class mumbled in agreement. Jen Bennett asked for a tissue. “But do us all a favor. Don't say anything to anyone yet, not even your friends. Until we talk.” Short of breath myself, I saw on their faces that they had returned from a distant place. “I know it's going to be hard, but it's only one period. Then come right back here. All right?” I examined the stunned faces, some with tears remaining. “It's really important not to say anything. I need you to do this. Please.” Reluctant okay's whispered from around the room. The bell rang. “I'll see you in forty-five minutes.”
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      WHAT HAPPENED? How did it happen? Why? I sat at my desk, staring out the window. Talk about confused. Lee was kind of fun, but not the Ford plant and the Battle of the Overpass. And the Triangle Fire was Horrific. What if something had happened to one of the kids? What if we couldn't get back? How did we get there?

      From the middle of my desk, under a handful of student papers, a labor history book beckoned. Blazing from the first marked section was “The Triangle Fire.” I looked at the doorway and rubbed my chin. My right hand brushed my shirt pocket. An old reflex. I could use a cigarette. The classroom door jerked open. The next class began entering with none of the usual greetings; they stared instead. At me. Quieter than I'd ever seen this bunch. I ignored them.

      Ashley poked his head in the door. “Are you okay, Fritz?”

      “I forgot to call Linda.” While Ashley looked on, I speed dialed home. As it rang, I said to Ashley, “Gonna be a great dinner.” When Linda answered, I said, “Hi hon. I forgot to call earlier. I asked Ashley to come to dinner. OK? Good. I'll tell him.” I stuck up a thumb and focused on my silent ninth graders. They inspected me, maybe for defects.

      A hand went up. “Is it true, Mr. Russell?”

      “Is what true?”

      From the other side of the room, Jason Mayer said, “Come on, Mr. R. It's all over school that you changed the class into a forest.”

      He didn't know it, but Jason had just bailed me out. I leaned on the front edge of my desk. “Will one of you please show me the tree stumps? Obviously, I've also cut down all the trees.” Reluctantly, the class laughed, albeit briefly.

      “Okay class. Pick sides—Barney and Alan, you're the captains. I'm the pitcher.” Baseball was a good way to take my mind off the trips to 1937 and 1911. They moved the desks. “OK, ready?”

      First up was Tom O'Brien. “Single,” he said.

      “Who's the senior U.S. Senator from New Jersey?”

      “Christie,” said Tom, naming the governor instead.

      “You're out.” Tom frowned and went to the end of the line. “One out, next batter.”

      Mary Mitchell asked for a double. But she said please.

      “Who is president of Russia?”

      “Uh, Putin?”

      “Go to second base. Next batter.”

      Jacob Krugman asked for a double. “What is the vernal equinox?” I asked.

      “The what?”

      “You heard me.” I realized my tone was a bit sharp. “Sorry, Jacob.”

      With a puzzled look, Jacob ventured a guess, “Is that the equation for the Mars rocket fuel?”

      “Swing and a miss, you're out.” Groans came from his team and laughter came from the other. Barney Shera, the cleanup hitter, asked for a triple.

      “What South American river has had an outbreak of man-eating fish?”

      “The Amazon?”

      “Well, it's a river, but you're out. Home team, batter up.”

      The new batter was Brandy Levine. She asked for a single, but then she said, “Mr. R, what's wrong. You're never like this. Are you okay?”

      “I'm fine thanks, Brandy.” She was right, and it wasn't them distracting me. “Who is president of England?”

      Brandy, looking stumped, said, “Mr. Russell, there isn't a president in England; it's the Prime Minister in charge, isn't it?”

      “Take first base, Brandy. You can hit a curve ball.” She smiled and went to first.

      Dennis Rogers, next up, asked for a single.

      “Into what country did NATO just send troops?”

      “Spain, no wait.” Dennis reached out his hand, trying to retrieve his answer.

      “You're out. Sorry.”

      Brandy then said, “Mr. R, can I steal a base?”

      “What does NATO stand for?”

      She thought for a moment, and said, “Truth, justice, and the American way!”

      Everyone laughed, me included. “Caught stealing. Two outs.” But the answer took the edge off.

      Next up was Alan Goodman, who said “Home run, please, Mr. R.”

      “What ancient civilization miscalculated the end of the earth, which is now supposed to happen this year?”

      “The Aztecs?”

      “Nope. You're out. Nice try, Alan.”

      The game succeeded in distracting me—despite the ice melting down my face. “Class, those of you who got hits have no homework. Those of you who were out should write a paragraph about the question you missed for Monday.” I smiled when they booed.

      As the bell rang, I began to pack my briefcase. Ash squeezed past the exiting kids. “Want to get out quick?”

      “Hang on a bit, can you, Ash. I have the seventh period coming back for a few minutes.”

      “Sure, I'll be in my room. Just come down.”

      The seniors began to shuffle in and sit down. No one was talking. I felt their eyes boring through me. Jennifer Bennett said, “Mr. Russell, seriously, what happened in our class?” She sounded ferocious. Heads bobbed.

      I gave them two answers. First, a version of the truth. “You know we witnessed the Triangle Fire in New York City. The Triangle Fire was the deadliest industrial disaster in New York City history. In 1911, it was the second deadliest disaster of any kind in New York City, and it stayed that way until the World Trade Center was attacked in 2001. Doors to the stairwells and exits were locked, which was not uncommon at the time, supposedly to prevent stealing and unauthorized work breaks. Most of the victims were young immigrant women, mostly Jewish and Italian, mostly around your ages.”

      “As a result, new laws were enacted for fire safety, such as fireproofing, improved exits, and sprinkler systems. The fire was also the impetus for the growth of the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union. The owners were prosecuted, but they were acquitted. Now, how we found ourselves there, I don't know. That's answer number 1.” Answer number 2 was that I had a friend who invented a projection system that recreates events and that he had asked me to try it out in my class. I told them he worked in Hollywood.

      Jennifer said, “Which is it, Mr. R?” She barked at me, ready to bite.

      “Which do you think?” The students looked around at each other.

      Larry Singer said, “How are we supposed to know?” His bark was lower pitched.

      “What do you THINK?” I barked back.

      Leigh Cohen, looking at the clock, said, “Well, none of us is hurt, and no one got lost. But it was pretty realistic, whatever it was.”

      Larry went on, “I don't think time travel is likely, so the Hollywood guy must be the answer.”

      “Thanks, guys; you're right. I want you all to think about what you saw, what you know, and what is most likely. I don't want to keep you any longer. I know you all have better things to do on a weekend. We'll talk more on Monday. You're dismissed. Have a nice weekend.”

      “Mr. R, some people had flashlights. That didn't seem real either,” said Jacob.

      “Jacob, dry cell batteries and the little bulbs were invented in the late 1890s, and the casing we're used to first appeared a few years later. Good observation.”

      Mike asked as his classmates rattled out, “Mr. Russell, what's a shirtwaist?”

      “It's a kind of woman's blouse, Mike. Good question. Remind me to show you next week.”

      As the class emptied, Jen Bennett stopped and whispered, “Mr. Russell, I think we were actually there. I think you know how to time travel.”

      “You know, Jen,” I whispered back, “it felt that way to me too. Pretty good system, huh?” I smiled at her, and she gave me a weak, unconvinced smile in return. “Have a nice weekend, Jennifer.”

      “You too, Mr. R.”

      Before I left, I put the books on my chair to take home and look through over the weekend. I walked to Ashley's open door. “Ash, I've got to go to the office for a second. I'll be right back.”

      “Okay. I'll be here.”

      I walked down the hall. I'd never really noticed how remarkably quiet it is after school, with only the occasional kid at a locker. It's amazing how quickly this place empties on a Friday. George McAllister walked out of his office. His face was red. “Mr. Russell, may I have a word?”

      “You haven't called me 'Mr. Russell' in five years. What is it, George?”

      “It's come to my attention that there were some strange activities in your classroom today.”

      My arms were crossed, holding me back. I've known George for almost nine years. He can be irritating when he plays the boss. Outside, away from school influences or activities, George is a considerate, thoughtful guy, although not very exciting. He taught middle-school math before he became a principal. At school, well, that's another story. He once asked if I had any interest in being a principal. I was a little insulted since he also said he thought he'd gotten the job because his predecessor had been “innovative.” George said that he was sure they liked him because he believed in following the rules. I told him I liked teaching but thanked him for thinking of me. “George, do you want to see for yourself? I promise there are no trees growing through the floor.”

      “Well I suppose I should check into it.”

      Reaching my classroom, I peered in the window. Everything seemed normal. But the buzz on my fingertips was there again as I opened the door. We walked through and into the White House Oval Office. The president was sitting at his desk, his rising eyebrows pulling his head up.

      I knew right away we were in trouble, so I said quickly, “Mr. President, please, we're not a threat. When we stepped over the threshold, we thought we were going into my classroom. My name is Fritz Russell. I'm a high school teacher in Riverboro, New Jersey and somehow I have opened a time-travel portal. This is George McAllister, my principal. This is the fourth time today this has happened.”

      “Fourth time?” George sputtered. “You told me it was nonsense!”

      “What did you expect me to say?” Another door swung open abruptly, and a secret service agent entered, drawing a pistol.

      George started to object. I said, “Quiet, George. This is my fault, I think. Mr. President, if you'll give me a moment to explain, I think I'll be able to convince you that we're no threat to you.”

      The secret service agent said, “Sir, I think you should leave. I'll take care of this.”

      “Mr. President, we are not armed.” I stared right at him. “I have ID, and I have a story to tell.”

      The president said, “Tom, check them for weapons.”

      George grumbled, and though Tom was a bit rough, I said, “George, we just walked in on the president of the United States. Stop complaining. This is the most interesting thing that's happened to you in the last ten years.” The president chuckled.

      It was hard not to look around. We were in the Oval Office. And it really is oval. I glanced at the portraits and the Resolute Desk, and looked over the president's shoulder at the gardens. I felt like twins, one who just walked in on the president and another who inhaled the history of the place.

      The agent turned to the president and said that we had no weapons. “Tom,” said the president, “check their identification and then put out an all-clear.”

      “Yes, sir.” We handed him our drivers' licenses and told him our phone numbers.

      The president stepped out from behind his desk, and said, “Won't you sit down?” as he motioned to a couch. He sat across from us. “You said you had a story. The fourth time today?”

      I wanted to look around at the architecture, the paintings, the bookcase, but I met his stare.

      “Mr. President, I can't explain this, but right now that door,” pointing to where we came through, “is a passageway. What I'm about to tell you happened today, but I can't tell you how or why.” When the president said that he was skeptical, George chimed in with “me, too.”

      “Yet here we are,” I said, looking from one to the other. “And George can verify that we were just in New Jersey a couple of minutes ago.” George shook his head in agreement. Then I recounted the events of the day, including my wound, watching the growing look of amazement on each man's face.

      When finished, I said, “Mr. President, I apologize that we've taken up so much of your time. The only way to prove where we came from is to leave. If you're as curious as I am, maybe your secret service agent can take us to the door. Then we all can see what happens. We're clearly not a threat.”

      “Mr. Russell, that's not what concerns me. If somehow you've made an entry into the space-time continuum, then you've proven part of Einstein's theories, and I really need proof of your proof. Why Mr. Russell, you could be top secret!” the president said.

      I felt my stomach tighten. Although spoken with a smile, our surprise appearance had to concern him. His secret service agents would be worried. I was. I suggested we try to return to the school so he could see for himself and have Tom check that it was a school. “You can stand by your door and watch. I think that as long as the door is open, we have a connection. And once the door closes on our side, everything will go back to normal.”

      “Tom, what about it?” asked the president.

      “Mr. President, they don't seem dangerous. We've verified their personal information. We have locations. If this is real, we'll know in a second.”

      “You're game?” asked the president.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay, let's try. But first, Tom Andrews, meet Mr. Russell and George, uh, sorry, didn't get the name.” George mumbled, “McAllister” and started to reach out his hand, but then thought better of it when Tom's hand moved to his waist.

      We moved toward the door. I said, “I think I probably have to be the one who opens the door.” Tom gestured for me to go first. Through the doorway, we saw a hallway, granite floor, light green tiling bordering lockers on the walls. “Wow,” Tom said. Locking stares with him, I said, “You should be in my shoes.”

      Standing behind, the president, seeing the familiar view of a typical school, said, “Amazing. Tom, I want to take a look.”

      “Mr. President, I don't think that's a good idea. At least, let me go and check it out further.” Tom walked down the hall, looked in classroom windows, and turned the corner.

      I told the president I didn't think it was a good idea either, that I didn't know how to control it. “Mr. President, I don't know if I can get you back. I think I'm in enough trouble already.”

      Tom returned and told the president he had seen the trophy case with the name of the school on it. The president told him to call James. Tom pulled out a phone and spoke briefly. In less than five seconds, another agent ran in, with his hand on his pistol.

      The president said, “It's cool, James, no gun,” and held up his hand. James walked to the door, but his eyebrows rose when he saw the lockers. He kept his hand where it was and looked questioningly at the president. “I'll explain later.” Looking to Tom, he got a nod telling him it was ok.

      “This is what I want to do,” said the president. “If closing the door breaks the link, we need to keep it open. Tom, you and I can go through, just to look, and James, you'll stay here at the door to keep it open.”

      “Mr. President, I really don't think the risk is worth it,” I said. “I don't know what will happen.”

      “James, if I don't reappear in five,” said the president, “call for the helicopter to head to Riverboro High School in New Jersey. Was it April tenth when you left?” I nodded. I also showed him my watch. “We're both on today's date and our watches show the same time, so we know we can get back. Also, James, if something happens, tell them I wanted a hotdog from Nathan's, the original in Brooklyn, so that's where we went.”

      James looked at Tom, who said, “It'll be fine, James. I'll be with them.” James said, “Yes, sir.”

      The president said, “Mr. Russell, I've been taking risks since I took office. You must be aware of the constant shelling I've taken from Congress.” He smiled. “Okay. Let's go. Oh, by the way, the fellow in the door is James Williams. We'll do the rest of the intros later.”

      The president stepped through into the hallway, George lagging behind. James stuck his head through just to see. “This is SO cool,” said the president. Tom and James shared an anxious look of understanding. The president had taken a risk, and they needed to be alert. The president looked through the door into the Oval Office, whispering, “wow.” He looked at George and me and said, “There are a number of considerations here. First, we need to document this. Does anyone have a phone?” Everyone did. “James, call Lily Evans and ask her to bring her camera.” When Lily, the president's secretary, rushed into the office, she halted, her hand over her mouth. The president said, “Lily, I'll explain later. Please take pictures of us here and make sure you get the lockers. And we won't be mentioning this for tonight's news.”

      “No, sir,” she answered. “No, sir,” said Tom and James in unison.

      “Lily, James, stay in the doorway. Tom, please take pictures of all of us from here.”

      I told the president that I'd like one, and after Tom took his, I photographed all five of my unlikely companions.

      The president was thinking, an unfocused look on his face. That look makes Tom itchy, I later discovered. The president asked, “I'd like to walk around the school, if that's all right.”

      “Mr. President, to do that I think we have to shut the door and that will break the connection,” I said. “I think right now we are still in your office, like we're in a tunnel. I don't think we should leave it open to anyone who wanders by, but I don't know if I can open it again.”

      “Hmmm. I'm in New Jersey now. Right?”

      “Well, yeah, sort of. I guess so.”

      The president took out his phone, pushed a number. The phone rang on his desk. “So now we know that I can call home. Like E.T.” He alone thought that was funny, but he shrugged off the lack of response. “Tom, the helicopter is on its way?” Tom nodded. “So, George, want to show me around?”

      Tom begged him not to go further. “Mr. President, please sir, don't do this. Mr. Russell has said he can't be sure he can get you back.”

      “Tom, this could be more important than anything else I do in office. Tell you what. I want you and James to come with me. Lily, when the door shuts, I'm going to call you immediately.”

      

      He told her he wanted her to call him back to have a record of the outbound call. James stepped into the hallway, and the door clicked shut. Through the window, my classroom reappeared. The president motioned for Tom to open the door, and we went in.

      “Interesting,” said the president. “Looks like a classroom to me. Interesting color, Mr. Russell.” George frowned. I had been asking him for years to have my room painted. The president and the agents scanned the room. Despite the strangeness, he was smiling at me. We had a connection.

      “Mr. President, you need to make that call,” said Tom.

      As the president dialed, a face appeared at the door, clearly startled by what he was seeing. Both agents reached for their waists.

      “Mr. President, that's Ashley Gilbert,” I said. “He teaches here, his classroom is down the hall, and he's my ride home.” I raised my hand to tell Ashley to wait and looked at the president, who nodded OK. I waved him in. Ashley walked in. He was followed by Sandy Horton, an English teacher with a quick brain and fast wit. They each took one step and stopped. Ashley gave me a quizzical look as he entered. The president walked toward them as Ash watched James and Tom.

      “Come on in. Ash, Sandy. I'd like to introduce you to the president. These gentlemen are secret service agents. This is Tom Andrews. And this is James Williams.” The president shook hands with the new arrivals. Ashley glanced at George and the agents and then turned to me.

      “So it's true?” said Ash. In his left hand, he had a book, his finger as his bookmark. “Sandy and I were talking and heard noise in the hallway.”

      “I told you it was going to be an interesting dinner.”

      “What's the book?” asked the president. The question combined caution and curiosity.

      “Just an old yearbook I found. I was showing it to Sandy.”

      “Can I see it?” the president asked.

      Ashley opened the book and laid it on a desk. The president checked the pictures and laughed.

      “That's a foul, for sure,” he said. “Charging.” The picture showed two young teachers playing basketball. “I play too, you know.”

      “What year was that, Ash?” I asked.

      “2006, my first year. You've gotten better under my tutelage.”

      “Do you have portraits in here?” asked the president. Ashley turned to the English Department and his picture, then flipped to the History Department and mine. “I played in high school, you know.”

      “You were pretty good, they say,” said Ash. The president smiled and looked at Sandy.

      “I'm guessing you're not in here. Ms. Horton, is it?”

      “I was in high school in 2006, Mr. President.”

      “This sure brings back some memories. Your book is in pretty good shape.”

      “I was digging through a closet last night. Didn't find what I was looking for, but I figured Fritz might like to see it, too. His is probably buried in his garage.” I nodded. We have a lot of pictures in yearbooks, Ash and I. The chronicles of our careers. Ashley's annual poetry readings, the chess club he supervises, and my history baseball.

      “I look a lot younger,” said George.

      “You were never young, George,” Ashley said. “You were born a principal.”

      The president said, “We were about to tour your school.” We suddenly heard “Hail to the Chief” coming from his phone. He looked at everyone and said, “Still don't know who did that. Yes, Lily, it's me.” He asked her to stay by the phone and said he would call again in ten minutes. “If the world appears to be ending, please call me back.” Then he looked back at us. “So let's go.” All seven of us walked out of the classroom and turned into the heart of the school.

      “You know,” said Ashley, “according to all the laws of physics, including the theory of relativity, this is impossible.”

      I said, “I thought you teach English. When did physics become your thing?”

      Twitching like he had bugs in his shirt, George said, “If you turn left here, we'll get to the gym. The core of the school was built by the WPA in 1936. We added wings, three of them, plus the cafeteria, the gym, and the auditorium in the 1950s and 60s, as Riverboro's population swelled from the baby boomers.” George kept turning around while he lectured. “We keep the gym open after school for pickup basketball. One corner has mats and a couple of gymnastic pieces, and we use it in inclement weather for team practices, Mr. President. This is our cafeteria,” gesturing to his left. George was nervous; his voice rose and fell, but there was pride in it.

      George led us to the gym and held open the door. “Looks like a gym to me,” the president said. Heads had turned as the door opened, and when the players began to look, the basketball game slowed and then stopped. A ripple of silence washed over the visitors. The president held out his hands, asking to be passed the ball.

      Before there was time to react, he said, “Hold on a second.” He slipped off his suit jacket and handed it to Tom. Turning back, he signaled for the ball. Jerry Warner passed it to him, and the president turned in one smooth motion and shot. A low arc and a barely audible swish. Jack Dylan retrieved the ball and threw it back to the president, who stepped to his left and shot again. The net barely moved. Ash whispered, “I can do that.”

      Clapping and a few whistles reverberated through the gym. When the students moved closer, the president said, “Sorry to interrupt. We're just looking around, guys.”

      Chris Brothers asked, “Could we get your autograph, Mr. President?” He held out the basketball and then glanced at George for an okay. George nodded. The president took his jacket back, pulled out his pen, and scrawled “To all the gym rats at Riverboro High.” He scribbled his name and handed the ball back. As he was putting his jacket back on, a couple of students walked up, holding notebooks, with a “would you sign my book?” look on their faces.

      He asked them their names and chatted with them. Just like General Lee, I thought. Other students had disappeared into locker rooms to find their own objects for autographs, and in a short time, a group of kids spread out in front of the president.

      As he began to sign, I said, “Mr. President, you need to make a phone call.” The president nodded.

      “Hang on kids. Gotta make a call.” It was answered instantaneously, and he said, “Everything is fine, Lily.” Then he said, “Where is the helicopter? OK, see you soon.”

      Turning back to the kids, he asked, “Okay, who's next?”

      While the president greeted and signed, Ashley whispered to me, “What's going on?”

      I whispered back, “Dinner.”

      Although the line was still a dozen long, George said, “We really should move along, Mr. President.” In contrast to the president's calm, George was fidgeting, shifting foot to foot, his hands going from pants to jacket pocket and back.

      The president said, without stopping, “There are only a few more,” and continued signing. He seemed less offended than I was that George would try to tell him what to do. He stopped for a moment to exercise his hand. When he had signed all the notebooks and other objects handed to him, including Jack Dylan's left sneaker, he said, “I've gotta go, guys. Nice to see you all.”

      “Thanks” and “thank yous” echoed as we walked out. Applause reached us from behind. He poked his head back in, smiled and waved, and let the door close with its usual clang.

      George took the lead again, but the president hesitated and spoke to me. “I'd like to go back to the classroom.” George skittered to a stop and turned around.

      Backtracking, we returned to my classroom, stopping at the door. I said, “Keep your fingers crossed.” Not knowing what would happen, I hoped for a shock, although I wasn't sure why. I grabbed the doorknob and pulled, knowing it would open to the Oval Office. From behind me came the sound of exhaled relief. I straddled the doorway, one foot in the corridor and the other in the Oval Office. Lily Evans stood by the president's desk. Many staff members filled the room.

      The president stepped through and turned to us. “I don't think I'll be able to walk through this door again without being apprehensive.”

      George said, “Before you go, Mr. President, would you consider coming to our graduation? It's on June twenty-third, a Tuesday.

      “Lily, please note my schedule to see if we can do graduation on June twenty-third,” the president said. “George, we'll have to get back to you, but believe me, I'll try.” He then turned to me. “Mr. Russell, I believe you and I will need to have another conversation soon. Thanks for a most interesting afternoon.” When he shook hands with Ashley, I realized they were about the same height. So was Tom Andrews. His secret service agents shook our hands and headed through the door. The president ushered them in and, for a final handshake, took my hand in both of his and whispered, “I'll be in touch.” He walked back into his office. I waved, stepped back into the hall, and let the door close.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER THE INTRUDERS had departed, the president scrutinized the stunned crowd in his office. They were all waiting for an explanation, a story, something. He had no doubt that they all would have something to say to someone. “Everyone, this has become top secret as of right now. You are all sworn to secrecy. Who'd believe you anyway?” he shrugged and then smiled. He went from person to person asking for a verbal answer, not just a head nod. “We don't know what just happened and we'll investigate. What you just witnessed, whatever it is, however it happened, is important. But you will say nothing. Now, we all have other things to do. Before you leave, give your name to Mr. Clemmons,” he said, referring to his chief of staff. “Back to work.” As the room cleared and his chief of staff took names, the president wrote notes on a yellow legal pad, trying to recall the exact details of his visit to a high school in New Jersey through a door in his office. He was interrupted by a throat clearing.

      “Mr. President, may I take a few minutes,” asked his national security advisor. “We need to act now. This intrusion can't be ignored. I suggest using my ops squad tonight. If they can get here, they can get anywhere. Our security is in jeopardy.”

      “Mr. Koppler, I was just there. It's a high school. They're teachers. They're less dangerous than you are. We have a discovery that may lead us to a better world and a better understanding of the universe.”

      “Sir, I've seen a lot in my career, and nothing good ever comes when science runs amok. Better to end it now and not have consequences.”

      “Jim, before I consider that, I want to know more. I will handle this. If we really have a problem, you'll have plenty of opportunity to advise me.”

      “Mr. President, I've dealt with bad actors my entire working life. None of them appear to be what they really are. At least let me take them into custody for more questioning. I am responsible for the security of this country. You CAN'T let it be.”

      Gripping the edge of his desk, the president said, “You are not singlehandedly responsible for anything more than keeping your office analyzing the world. I CAN let it be. And so will you. If I need further assistance, and if you can provide it, I'll ask. Until then, leave them alone. Is my point taken?”

      “It is, sir, but with deep misgivings. Your safety has just been jeopardized, and everyone has his price. That endangers the security of the United States.”

      “Jim, if you prove to be right, then I, not you, will be responsible. No one will blame you. But, I'll say it again. I will take care of this. Now if you'll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      The president stared at the door his visitors had come through and sighed. He finished his notes and asked Lily Evans to join him. He handed her the pad, told her he was safe, and that everything would be fine. He hoped he was right.
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        * * *

      

      MUTED BUMP AND CLICK. I grabbed my jacket and briefcase. I needed to get away. But George started shouting immediately. I put my stuff down again.

      “How could you not let me know that this was happening in one of my classrooms? Your students could have been in danger. The school could be sued.”

      Not hearing a word, I focused on what had happened. When George ran out of rant, I said, “George, if I had told you, what would you have done? Would you have believed me? Or had me arrested? Or called a shrink?”

      “Well … well, I don't know, but,” and he stopped. Ashley watched silently, glanced at Sandy, understood I wanted to escape. After I suggested that they sit down, George said, “Well, I really should report this.”

      “George, think about what you're saying. Please sit down. Now.” Surprised at my tone, George sat. I moved the books from my chair back to my desk and sat. Ashley grabbed a chair three desks over and one row behind, out of George's sight. Sandy sat in front of me.

      George said, “What did he say to you when he was leaving?”

      “He said he'd see us at graduation.” My cheeks, not liking the falsehoods, twinged.

      “Did he really?” I heard the voice of a kid offered chocolate.

      “He'll be here if he can.” I told him to think how impressive he would be sitting on the stage with the president. I warned him that a secret service detail would be with him. I suggested George might plan a dinner. “George, imagine the pictures in the newspapers, the national TV coverage. You might even be on YouTube.”

      All in a dither, George said, “Fritz, you're right.” I was 'Fritz' again. “I have a lot to do. Will you help me?”

      “Of course. We'll all help. But don't start telling anyone yet.” Ashley's smirk let me know he got it.

      George turned to Ashley. “Sure, George, you can count on me.”

      “I think we need to go and think about what just happened. George, it's the weekend. Take a break, and as hard as it will be, I don't think you should tell Lois.”

      “She won't like that much,” said George. George and Lois had been married for over thirty years, and she always knew when George had something on his mind.

      Ashley stood, and the uncomfortable chair's scraping against the floor prompted George to stand. “This has been a very confusing afternoon,” said George. “Do you really think he'll come?”

      I said, “I think he feels a strange connection to us.” I know I thought so. “I think he'll want to come.”

      Looking around as he left, he said, “Have a nice weekend.”

      “You too,” we said.

      As the door shut, Ashley started to ask, but I cut him off. “Let's get out of here.” I grabbed my jacket and briefcase, made sure the books were there, took the keys out of the desk lock, and flipped off the light as we left. We hustled out and headed for Ashley's car, an almost new Mustang convertible. The top was up and puddled. Sandy was right behind.

      “Sandy, Ash is coming for dinner, and we need to talk about this. Want to join us?”

      “This is too weird, Fritz. Yeah, I'll go home and change and be right over. Do you want me to bring something?”

      “Just yourself. I think we're set. You know where I live.”

      As Sandy got in her car, a girl's voice traveled across the lot. “Mr. Russell.” Jennifer Bennett, carrying her book bag, was coming toward me. Her face was smudged.

      “What's the matter, Jen?”

      She related what had happened when school ended. She told me that a group of kids were talking about what had happened in class, and she said she thought it was real. They started making fun of her, calling her names, and she started to tear up again.

      I suspected there might be more. I glanced at Ashley and asked her, “Are you waiting for your ride home?”

      She said, “I live just a few blocks away. I walk.”

      “I'd offer you a ride, but you know, school insurance rules. How about I walk with you for a bit? Give Mr. Gilbert your book bag.”

      “That's okay, Mr. R. It's not far.”

      “It's not a problem, Jen.”

      We started walking past newly manicured carpets and the copycat garden colorings of the copycat castles where the weekend warriors would soon appear. Spring in the 'burbs.

      “Jen, can you keep a secret?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Good. I'm going to tell you the answer to the question I asked the class after school.” As we walked, I invented the story of my Hollywood friend—a spontaneous assortment of lies, fabrications, tall tales, and untruths with each step. I try never to lie to my students. It's hard to backtrack, and I've worked hard over the years to build trust with my kids. Each year, that relationship has improved. And I didn't like adding tarnish. “That's why everyone from third period on was talking about the weird stuff in our class. Your class had a different scene programmed. I didn't think he would pick such a disturbing event. I'll have to tell him he needs to do his own censoring. That was pretty X-rated to me. What do you think?”

      She halted, absorbing, processing, disbelieving. After a second, frowning, she asked, “That wasn't real?” I shook my head no. “Mr. R, you should have warned us. That was very upsetting,” almost scolding me. “All those dead bodies, people jumping out of the building. We could hear them hit the ground. And the smoke.”

      Ashley kept up with us, careful not to splash the puddles. He leaned toward the window, and I told him, “Jen's class witnessed the Triangle Fire.” I hadn't had a chance to tell him.

      “Jeez, you're kidding.” We reached Jennifer's house, and I opened the car door. Ashley slid her book bag over. She hoisted it to her shoulder, questions growing like the spring flowers that were surrounding us, almost ready to burst, but said nothing.

      I asked, “Got a piece of paper?” She took out a notebook. “Call me if you want to discuss this some more. But don't give my number out,” I said lightly. I climbed into the car. “Have a nice weekend, Jen. Really.”

      As I started to close the door, she said, “Thanks, Mr. R.”

      “No problem. See you on Monday.” Ashley stepped on the gas.

      “Now will you tell me what the hell is going on?” I could only laugh. “What's so funny?”

      “You can't imagine how glad I am to be able to talk sanely about this. Would you believe I don't have a clue what happened? The story about my Hollywood friend, pure BS.”

      “I know,” said Ashley, “but how did you get to the White House?”

      “I don't know. Look Ash, let's get to my house. I want Linda to hear this too. We need to figure this out.”
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        * * *

      

      Returning to his office, the national security adviser passed Tom Andrews headed for the president's office. “Mr. Andrews, a moment. You went with him. Where did you go?”

      “A high school in New Jersey, sir. Riverboro. They are what they say, Mr. Koppler. Mr. Russell is a teacher, and the other guy is the principal.”

      “You might think so, but I'm not convinced. The president doesn't seem to realize how exposed he's left us all.” Koppler eyed the agent. “Keep me informed.” Tom Andrews sighed as Koppler walked away.
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